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Dear friends,

At Educational Alliance, our diversity is something we have always been extremely proud of. 
In the months following the 2016 Presidential election, we collectively witnessed a rise in hate 
crimes and hateful rhetoric across our nation. The diversity we value quickly became a target 
of extremists. We reject the crass isolationism and xenophobia that has targeted so many of 
our neighbors, and we affirm that people immigrating to the United States are essential to the 
dynamism and spirit of our city and our country. 

Within the pages of this Haggadah are the stories of just some of the many wonderful 
immigrants who make up the Manny Cantor Center community. Their stories are the story of 
the Lower East Side; their dreams are the American dream. 

Originally published in 2018 with the support of a UJA Federation Neighborhood 
Improvement Grant, this second printing of Telling the Story: A Haggadah for Our Immigrant 
City beautifully showcases the connections between these modern journeys toward liberation 
and that of a people in exile 3000 years ago. I hope you find inspiration in these stories. I 
hope your faith in the human spirit is renewed.

Thank you to Rabbi Joanna Samuels, executive director of the Manny Cantor Center, for 
sharing her wisdom. Thank you to James Maher for his beautiful photography. Thank you to 
Ali Fitzgerald for her wonderful artwork. Thank you, especially, to the New Yorkers who shared 
their immigrant stories here, so that we might better understand the true meaning of the 
Passover story. And thank you for being a treasured friend of Educational Alliance.

Chag Pesach sameach!

With hope,

Alan van Capelle
President and CEO
Educational Alliance
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what would a 
liberated world 
look like?
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Equal parts prayer book, instruction manual, 
and storybook, a Haggadah is the volume 
that Jewish people have used over centuries 
during the Passover festive meal to narrate 
the story of their journey from slavery to 
freedom. As the Book of Exodus recounts, 
the Israelite people were enslaved for 
generations by a cruel Pharaoh in Egypt. 
After years of torment, God heard the cries  
of the people and liberated them from 
slavery, enabling them to cross through the 
Sea of Reeds to freedom. The traditional 
Haggadah tells this story, and includes 
prayers, songs, commentaries, and 
instructions to eat special foods. 

The magic of the Haggadah—and of Passover 
as a whole—is that it forces participants to 
personalize this ancient story. The Haggadah 
does more than narrate history; it invites all 
people to understand their own histories 
and present days. While the core texts and 
concepts have remained consistent over time, 
each generation has added its own ideas—
civil rights, feminism, GLBTQ rights, and 
animal rights, to name a few—to illuminate an 
ancient story through a contemporary lens. 
As the tradition teaches, “In every generation 
a person must look upon him or herself as 
though s/he had personally left Egypt.”

This invites us to place ourselves in the story. 
What are examples of present-day slavery, 
from which people need to be liberated? Are 

they places? Are they mindsets? And what 
does liberation look like for each one of us? 
Is liberation a change of venue, a change of 
heart, a change of approach?

What would a liberated world look like?
 
Telling the Story: A Haggadah for Our 
Immigrant City invites you into the liberation 
stories that pulse in the life of our great city 
and particularly on the Lower East Side. 
We collected the stories of 25 members of 
Educational Alliance’s Manny Cantor Center 
that are contained in this volume during the 
holiday of Sukkot, in October 2017. Like 
the Israelites who left Egypt, the individuals 
highlighted in our Haggadah have traveled, 
they have wandered, and they have left the 
familiar for the unknown.

We embarked on this project for two reasons: 
first, we wanted to highlight the individuals 
and their unique stories who make up our 
community, whose bravery and resilience 
are truly what makes our country great. In 
addition, with anti-immigrant rhetoric on 
the rise, we are affirming that the journey to 
freedom is not yet complete until all people, 
everywhere, are free to build lives of safety 
and dignity.

Rabbi Joanna Samuels
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first cup
when home is no longer home
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The story of the 
Israelites’ liberation 
from Egypt begins 
early in the book of 
Exodus. Egypt, a place 
that felt like home for 
many years, was no 
longer home.

“A new Pharaoh arose in Egypt, who did not 
know Joseph,” teaches the Torah. And this 
new Pharaoh transformed his country from a 
place where the Israelites had thrived, to a 
place where they were cruelly enslaved. 

So many of our immigrant stories start this 
way. Home is no longer home, whether 

because of politics, or opportunity, or 
personal safety. There is a moment when a 
person knows that he or she must leave the 
hardship of what is known for the possibility 
of what is not yet known. 

The word for Egypt in Hebrew is Mitzrayim, 
which is linked to the Hebrew word for 
narrowness or constriction. And so for the 
Israelites, leaving Egypt meant leaving a 
place of narrowness—a place that constricted 
their ambitions, their potential, and their  
well-being. This is the essence of the 
immigration journey—of the stories in this 
volume and of the stories of the 60 million 
migrants traveling across our planet today. 
They are traveling, from the familiar to the 
expanse, from the place of limitation to a 
place where there is possibility. May they find 
blessings on their path.
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I’m from El Salvador, an hour from San 
Salvador. I came to New York in 2002 by 
myself when I was 18. There were so many 
reasons that I came. I wanted to be better, 
to prosper, to be a better person, and to 
get out of the danger. My country right 
now is very dangerous and also there are 
no opportunities. Even for people that have 
degrees, it is hard to find jobs. There is a 
lot of robbery, a lot of guns, young people 
gather together and do bad stuff to the 
working people. 

It’s your country and you can’t feel free. 
You’re always afraid of something, and I  
think that was one of the major things that 
made me get out of there. I wanted to 
work hard and get an education. It was too 
dangerous for my kids. I got married here 
and I have four children. 

Karla 

there were so 
many reasons 
that i came.
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I’m from Syria, and I came to the States in 
January 2012. I lived through about nine 
months of the uprising. My family just got out 
recently. My dad made it in a boat to Italy. He 
almost drowned in the sea and was rescued 
by a Netherlands ship. He made his way to 
Sweden. My mom and the kids, they left the 
country about 22 months ago. 

I’m from Homs, which is where the uprising 
started. Before the uprising, Syria was a 
peaceful, welcoming country. People there 
were really nice, welcoming, and loved 
everyone who visited the country. You 
would just be walking in the street asking 
for directions and the minute they found out 
you were a foreigner, everyone would invite 
you for a tea. In our tradition, this is a sign 
of welcoming people and offering peace, to 
make you feel like you are in a safe country. 

The minute the uprising started, it was a war 
zone, so people started fighting each other 
for the simplest needs, sometimes for money, 
for bread, or for the basic needs of daily life. 
That was the time I lived in Syria. The majority 
of people in Syria are Muslims, but Muslims 
come from different branches, and my whole 
village was a minority within a minority, so 
the whole village was targeted over and over. 
When I was there, one time at three o’clock 
in the morning—I cannot forget that day—
they dropped a bomb over the village. This 
is where me and my dad sat down and said, 

“It’s time to leave the country.” I never, ever 
imagined that these things would happen in 
my country. 

Fatima

 

there were so 
many reasons 
that i came.



8

I’m originally from Colombia. I was raised in 
Bogotá. When I moved to the States, when I 
was 16, it was a difficult time in Colombia. We 
didn’t realize the stress that we lived under 
until we moved here. You didn’t know what 
the day was going to hold. There were a lot 
of terrorist attacks. There was a combination 
of poverty, lack of education, and corruption. 
Lack of money motivated people to do 
things that were wrong, like kidnapping. My 
mom had her own business there for many 
years. She used to have a packaging facility 
of salt, so she would buy salt wholesale, 
have it processed, packaged, and send it to 
supermarkets. At some point her warehouse 
got emptied three times in one year, so she 
wasn’t able to recover from that. 

Carolina

you didn't 
know 
what the 
day was 
going to 
hold.
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I was born in Nigeria. I came over when I was 
three in 1997. My mom’s sister’s husband 
was in this country already and he was ready 
to bring his family from Nigeria. Public 
education wasn’t the best, so my mom sent 
me to America with my aunt and uncle to 
get citizenship. I was adopted and I stayed 
with them to get a better education and have 
more opportunities that weren’t provided to 
me in Nigeria. 

My biological parents are both still in my life, 
but they’re in Nigeria. I see my mom once a 
year, but I didn’t see my dad until I was 13. I 
had an estranged relationship with my dad 
but I had a complicated relationship with my 
mom because she knew my aunt and uncle 
weren’t treating me well, and I struggled with 
why she was allowing that to happen. Why 

wasn’t she advocating for me or speaking 
up for me? So I resented her for a very, very 
long time.

My aunt and uncle, they were more guardians 
for me. They made sure to provide shelter 
and food, and I got a good education, but 
it was really hard. They had four kids, and I 
was like a Cinderella story, taking care of the 
younger ones, making sure the house was 
clean, making sure I was cooking. 

Anonymous
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I’m from Honduras. I came here when I  
was 11 in 2012. First my dad came here  
when I was five. I was living with my mom  
and sometimes we wouldn’t even have food 
to eat. It was really hard for her, so she left 
me with my grandma when I was seven and 
came here because she wanted to give me a 
better education. When my mom came here, 
I got really sick. I was vomiting for a long 
time. It got really terrible. I felt like I needed 
my mom. 

Then when I was 11 my dad asked for the 
papers so I could come here, and I was really 
happy seeing her after five years. It was just 
crazy for me—I was not believing it. 

My dad started working as a welder and 
my mom, she barely finished sixth grade, 
so when she came here she didn’t know 
anything. She still doesn’t know English, so 
it was really hard for her. She started working 
cleaning restaurants. When I came here, I 
didn’t even know how to say “Hi.” 

Gabriela 
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When i 
came here i 
didn't even 
know how 
to say "hi."
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I’m from the Ukraine. I was born in Crimea 
but lived in Odessa until I was eight and 
a half. I lived in the cultural epicenter of 
Ukraine. Odessa is very welcoming, open, 
tons of Russian Jews and people coming from 
all over the world. 

The tradition in the former Soviet Union is 
that when the family leaves, the whole town 
comes to say goodbye because it is such 
a big and traumatic event for the whole 
community. We were like a family. Even 
playing in the yard, everyone watched the 
kids. Everybody was involved in  
raising children. 

I remember very well what it was like there. I 
just remember wanting to leave because it 

was scary, especially with the Soviet collapse. 
I remember the whole terrible immigration 
process, the customs officials, I remember 
us coming, I remember everything. It was 
a traumatic experience. We were fleeing as 
refugees. Well we received refugee status 
but it wasn’t as bad as in the ‘70s and ‘80s 
when a lot of people were refused entry. This 
was already post-Soviet collapse in 1994, but 
still it was all about who you know, and how 
can you get this to happen. We were lucky 
because my dad’s family emigrated from the 
Soviet Union in ’91. 

My mom is not Jewish, but we were able 
to go because my father is. There was a lot 
of controversy. There was looting because 
the economy was so unstable. People 

I just remember 
wanting to 

leave because 
it was scary.
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were worried about the second coming of 
pogroms. If people owned things, suddenly 
it wasn’t theirs. There was inflation; one day 
the cost of a loaf of bread was the same, the 
next day it was like a case of champagne. 
Everything was in flux. 

I remember walking to the Opera House 
and my dad covering me. There were signs 
that said “Zhyd,” which translates to kike—
something that no one expected in that city, 
so we needed to go.  
 
I first heard the word Zhydovka, which is the 
feminine version of kike, at customs when we 
were trying to leave. Everything was tariffed. 
Suddenly my mom’s jewelry box became 
like she was stealing an art possession of 

the country. I’m there seeing this guy call my 
mother all these horrible names. I became 
this sudden adult at eight and a half. I 
remember crying and having to lie so they 
thought I had a stomach ache rather than me 
being scared. Our suitcases were torn apart 
looking for everything they could get money 
for. My mom, she was wearing her cross, and 
the guy was livid and saying all these horrible 
things. I’m trying to translate but there’s no 
word I think that can translate the gravity of 
what was said. 
 

Jane
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the golden door
In 2017, in the wake of Donald Trump’s election as President of the 
United States and a documented rise in hate crimes across the country, 
artist and writer Ali Fitzgerald met with members of New York City’s 
immigrant community to hear their stories firsthand. Interviews were 
conducted at Educational Alliance’s Manny Cantor Center, on the Lower 
East Side. The Golden Door is a comic that tells the stories of these 
New Yorkers, which was originally published in New York Magazine’s 
The Cut. Portions of The Golden Door are excerpted here and 
throughout Telling the Story: A Haggadah for Our Immigrant City.
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second cup
in the wilderness
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The Israelites' Journey from 

slavery in Egypt to freedom in  

the land of Israel was not linear 

and it was not short. 

They wandered for forty years in the desert, 

while they learned what it meant to live 

without the shackles of slavery. They longed 

for the food they used to eat in Egypt, they 

rebelled against their leaders and each 

other, and they complained that it would be 

preferable to return to being slaves.

This is the essence of the migration story. 

Regardless of the harsh conditions that drive 

people from their homes, our souls seek out 

the familiar: the feeling of being in one’s 

childhood home, the smell of foods, the 

sound of everyone speaking a language  

that is known. Even knowing everything we 

know about the hardships of home, we long 

for its familiarity.

In the Torah this dor ha-midbar—this 

generation of the wilderness—lived with the 

uncertainty and fear that form the foundation 

of being free people. Many of them did not 

live to see the place that was promised to 

them. In our own country, this is also true 

of immigrants. While they are living in the 

country that they sought, they do not yet 

live with the security and dignity they hoped 

for. May we recommit to the work of being a 

nation of immigrants, and in so doing, ensure 

that the American Dream still thrives for all 

who live here. 
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In school, I was picked on because I had an 
accent, I was Nigerian, I was skinny, I was too 
black, my hair was too this, or I was too white 
because I took school seriously. Education is 
key in a Nigerian household. 

It was this weird dynamic where other 
students of color that I thought I would have 
camaraderie with and thought they would 
understand me, they didn’t—they picked on 
me. I wasn’t accepted fully as being black. 

I was African, the African booty scratcher. 
“She’s so white because she doesn’t live in 
the projects.” I was just angry all the time, so 
of course I was acting out in school, in class. 
I got good grades, but I was ready to curse 
anybody out because I didn’t really care. I 
couldn’t do anything right at home, at school, 
so I just hated everybody. 

Anonymous
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I knew no one here. I had a room through 
a friend of a friend of a friend of one of my 
lecturers. It was a pretty rough neighborhood 
on the Upper West Side, and the taxi driver 
said, “I don’t want to let you out here.” I said, 

“Oh, it’s alright,” completely naïve. It was on 
the cusp end of the crack epidemic and it 
was pretty hairy. I got out of the taxi and had 

a bullwhip whipped in front of my face. I got 
my bags and said, “Excuse me,” and the guy 
looked at me like, “What the hell’s going on?” 
because I looked like Kurt Cobain with my 
Doc Martins and Sonic Youth t-shirt. 

Illtyd

i knew 
no one 

here.
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most of the time i 
would end the day 

with a headache 
because i wouldn't 

understand 
anything.
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At first I did feel welcome. I came to a place 
where there were a lot of Spanish-speaking 
people. They all went through the same thing 
I went through, so they felt how I was feeling 
in that moment. Then when I started high 
school, it was really tough for me because 
Manhattan is diverse, so a lot of people just 
speak English. I couldn’t understand anything.

Most of the time I would end the day with 
a headache because I wouldn’t understand 
anything. Sometimes I used to cry because 
I used to get bad grades, and when I was in 
my country I used to get high grades. It made 
me sad when I would see my grades and see 
that I would get a C average. 

Gabriella

It was very difficult, the beginning. At some 
point my mom broke her arm delivering 
newspapers. We had to go through some 
things that living in Colombia we would have 
never thought we’d have to do. My mom 
wasn’t able to work fully for some time, so 
that left my brother and I having to work 
before high school delivering newspapers, 
and then after high school was over, my 
first job was at Burger King. We tried really 
hard. It was already hard, but that just 
made everything so much harder. We went 
through years where I didn’t think college 
was a possibility for me, where I didn’t think 
we were going to get anywhere. We had 
to move the three of us to one bedroom in 
a lady’s house. And then I found a job as a 
nanny, so I was living as a nanny in someone 
else’s house taking care of their three kids as 
best as I could. I waitressed for a long time. I 
thought, “Okay, this is it. That’s what we do.” 

Carolina
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I came here in 1991 and I did not get used 
to the American life. In China, I worked in 
a laboratory in a hospital. I’m a technician. 
When I first came here, everything for me was 
the wrong thing. 

My brother said, “America is not good for 
you because you cannot do the labor jobs. 
Everyone goes to work. If you live in the 
home, you will be crazy.” 

For a living, at first because I didn’t know 
English and I could not get a better job, I 
worked in a garment factory.

For me, it is difficult because I have polio. I 
walked with difficulty, with a cane, and so if I 
did the seamstress work, I worked very slowly. 
They count the pieces, so I could not make 
more money. So I found a job in the garment 
factory as a cashier. I worked Monday through 
Saturday. I worked a lot and then I felt very 
tired. It was long hours for low pay, for sure. 

Wen Fei
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My parents met in Puerto Rico. They moved 
because of the economy when my mother 
was only 19. She told me a story about how 
she went looking for jobs in the Garment 
District in wintertime, and to her all the 
buildings looked alike, so she couldn’t 
remember which was her building. She kept 
going past it. She was crying because she 
didn’t speak a word of English. All she could 
say was, “I’m lost.” A cop stuck it out with 
her. He felt compassion for her and he walked 
with her, and then she eventually found it. 
He told her to memorize the number of the 
building and how many blocks it was away. 

Evelyn 

I felt like an observer when it came to my 
ability to articulate my thinking in English. I 
call it the second latent period of my life, 
where I decided almost not to talk, and I love 
to talk. 

For a good seven years I held back in a way 
because I didn’t have that confidence. Going 
to graduate school helped me to develop 
some ease. It still hurts my mouth, breaks my 
teeth, but I have the courage to just speak 
whatever comes out of my mouth. That’s 
something I didn’t even have six or seven 
years ago. 

Mariano

When I first came 
here, everything 
for me was the 
wrong thing.
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My mother came before me for better 
opportunities, and then I came to the U.S. in 
1988 when I was seven. When my mom came 
to pick me up, I was calling my aunt my mom. 
I didn’t know who she was. It turned into a 
fight between her and my aunt because all 
my life, my aunt was my mother. Even when 
I came to the country, though I was calling 
her mom, I still didn’t feel the connection. 
And throughout my whole life, it became that 
way with my mother’s side of the family. She 
was never there, and then I never really had 
conversations with her that any child should. 

The cultural ways that they approach kids—
kids are supposed to respect their elders, and 
anytime you speak to an elder your head is 
supposed to be down. Looking at them face-
to-face is saying that you are the same level 
as them and you’re pretty much going to get 
your butt whooped.

I didn’t understand who I was as a teenager 
growing up, so I was a troubled teen. 
Teenage years are the most vital years where 
kids can go any way. I didn’t really go to 
school. I would take the school bus, get 
to school, hop on the city bus and go to 
Washington Park in Bridgeport, hang out with 
kids around my age, and sell drugs all day. 

Croilot

When I first came, it was challenging. First, 
being undocumented, it was hard to get 
a job. That was the first obstacle, and the 
second was no English. I said to my husband, 
I can’t live here because it’s too difficult. 

I went to school. That was the solution. I 
needed to learn and I didn’t want to depend 
on others. I saw close families and relatives, 
how they’ve been here for 20 years and how 
they still depend on translators. I said, “I 
don’t want that for myself.” 

I started working housekeeping in Brooklyn, 
cleaning apartments. I couldn’t get a good 
job because of my status, and I started going 
to school at night. I had access to a close 
community college, which I had to pay for, 
but it was helpful. It helped me to put away 
my fears because I was so afraid to start 
learning. It is hard to learn when you work the 
whole day and go to school at night. 

Karla
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I was born here and raised on the island of 
Montserrat in the Caribbean. I came here 
when I was 14. When I arrived, it was the 
first snow and I wanted to go back. I told my 
mother, “Send me back.” But she said, “I’m 
your parent so you got to stay with me.” I 
was crying all winter long. 

Mary Belle 

I didn’t even know how to say “water” in 
English. It was really difficult. 

I went to an ESL class to learn English, and 
I went to Washington Irving High School. 
It was really cold. Where I come from was 
tropical weather, and I was constantly 
shivering. The cold was terrible. 

Ruth

i told my mother, 
"send me back."
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The funny shock for me was that we read 
all this propaganda about fat Americans 
and about how everyone’s wealthy and 
everything’s clean, and I come in and the  
first thing I see was dog poop on the street. 
I was like, “This is not what I heard. This is 
quite dirty.” 

My mom ended up leaving my dad. 
Immigration is a hard time. A lot of people 
fell into depression, and there were a lot 
of divorces happening around that time. 
My mom decided she wanted the “real 
America” and she moved us to Indianapolis, 
where I hated living, and every vacation 
I just wanted to go back to New York to 
be with my family and friends. There I was 
completely misunderstood. I felt like I knew 
more about different cultures and geography, 
and in general, just about life. Even though 
on one hand I had been closed off because 
in the former Soviet Union you didn’t learn. 
Speaking Russian was embarrassing to me. I 
closed off. I shut down. 

I was called a communist and I was bullied. 
For some reason Ukraine sounded like 
Bahrain and I got called things for that. I just 
kept feeling like I was the other, for the entire 
time. I was ten or 11, and I was there until I 
moved back when I was 17. 

Jane

When I first got here, I could only get a job 
in a Chinese restaurant. I first lived in Indiana 
because my uncle opened a restaurant 
there. I think a lot of restaurants want the 
worker to have some experience, and when 
I first came I knew nothing, so I had to learn 
there, and then I could find another job. The 
houses were bigger. I didn’t have a car. On 
my off day, I usually stayed in my apartment. I 
couldn’t go out. 

When the people talked to me, I didn’t 
understand anything. I just worked and 
learned some English for the restaurant, like 
the food, the sauce. I never thought I would 
do that job in China. When I was in China, I 
did facials and it was easy for me, but the 
restaurant is very hard. From 10AM to 11PM, 
it’s a long time. And if the restaurant is very 
busy you have to work hard all day, but 
everyone who came here is working like that. 

Rui



on my day off, i 
usually stayed 

in my apartment.
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god was my 
strength.
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It took three months from Panama all the way 
to North Carolina. The trip was by car and 
by foot. There was a small river we crossed 
and then the desert three nights. The south 
Mexican border, that’s the toughest part to 
go because below Mexico you just bribe 
people. In the south of Mexico, I went to 
immigration jail. Twice we were caught by 
U.S. immigration and returned to Mexico. It 
was adventurous, but when I arrived I was like, 

“Holy cow, what have I done?” I could have 
died, been raped. God was my strength. 

Once I was here, I thought in my silly mind 
that with the documents that had been 
accepted before, I would just go to college 
and say, “Here I am.” I later found out that 
I needed a visa. I stayed in North Carolina 
for a year and I found out I could go to 
school here in New York City, so I went to 
CUNY LaGuardia Community College for two 
years and then I went to Baruch. I pursued 

business. It’s an enchanting city. I was doing 
housekeeping, gardening, babysitting, 
all these kind of odd jobs. I admired this 
particular family that was in business, but my 
heart wasn’t there. I had promised my family, 
but really arts were in my heart. 

You had all these financial institutions 
coming for the students, but I didn’t have 
the documentation to work. I knew my 
reality then, so I just focused on working. 
People in class were talking about hanging 
out after class, while I’m thinking, “Hey, I’m 
running out of toilet paper.” It was really 
tough, for about four years of me working, 
home, school, work, home, school. I felt I had 
no life, no social life. I was afraid. Nobody 
knew about my situation, not even my 
bosses, because I was afraid that they’d call 
immigration on me. 

Silvia
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the golden door
When it first appeared in New York Magazine’s The Cut, Ali Fitzgerald’s 
comic series, The Golden Door, was published in six installments. Each 
told the story of an immigrant living on the Lower East Side. Although 
the details of the stories were unique to the individuals featured, 
common themes of fear, resilience, hope, and determination are 
threaded throughout—much as they are in the stories shared in Telling 
the Story: A Haggadah for Our Immigrant City. To read The Golden 
Door in its entirety, visit thecut.com/tags/the-golden-door.
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third cup
ten plagues, ten blessings
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In the Exodus story, God punishes 

Pharaoh for not letting the 

Israelites leave Egypt by sending 

the Egyptians ten plagues 

ranging in severity from swarms 

of gnats to the killing of the 

first-born son in each family. 

These plagues created intense suffering for 

the Egyptians. This is remembered during the 

Seder by each participant removing ten drops 

of wine from his or her cup to lessen our own 

joy because our freedom came alongside 

the suffering of others. On Passover, we 

hold both the joy of our freedom and the 

awareness of the imperfect world in which  

we live.

For immigrants, life is a constant mixture of 

hardship and hope. Each day that brings 

new possibility sits alongside a day where 

frustration, loneliness, and struggle loom. 

Each forward step in a new country can make 

an immigrant feel farther away from the 

land of their birth. Each gain for oneself can 

sharpen the feelings of betrayal toward those 

back home.

And yet, the resilience in immigrants’ 

stories are an inspiration—for all of us. This 

complicated navigation between old and 

new, disappointment and hope, familiar 

and unfamiliar—this is the essence of being 

human. The heightened sense of awareness 

that lives in these stories are a lesson in how 

to live with intention, presence, and drive. 

For each of the plagues that immigrants may 

experience on their journeys, may they know 

many more blessings.



it's  
getting
better.
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It’s getting better. At first it was really scary. It 
was too much because I could not remember 
anything. It looks simple, all these streets, but 
every door has something going on. It’s not 
like this in Moscow. Every door has to have a 
store or a café, so for me it was just hard to 
remember places. 

My English was worse at first, but when I 
came I immediately went to the library and 
took the classes for English and improved a 
little bit. It helped me because I also found 
some friends there and we still keep in 
touch. It was a really good experience and 
I’m glad that New York has this program for 
new people because it helps with English 
and with connections. I didn’t know the 
system. It’s little things—everything—how 
transportation works, insurance, even grocery 
shopping. I read some article where they said 
that immigration is the same type of stress 
as if somebody is deaf. It’s stressful. I went 
through all of that. It’s not easy. 

People are friendly. I don’t know if it’s 
this neighborhood, but I think in general, 
Americans are very friendly. Coming here, 
I didn’t meet many friends, but people are 
waiving “hi.” It’s good. 

Marina 

My English is improving because I have 
studied here for almost two years in the ESL 
class. My friend told me about it. The classes 
really helped me a lot. In China, I can do 
anything in my language, but here I don’t 
know how to do things. 

I learned a lot about how to live here, 
like how to open a bank account and 
transportation.

I learn a lot of words from the class. And 
I have two daughters—one will be four in 
November and the other is two, and they 
both are in this school. This would never 
happen in my country because you would 
have to pay for an education, at any age. 

For now, easy things I can handle by myself. 
I can go to the bank. Before, for anything, I 
had to find someone to help. I remember, 
when I first came, AT&T charged me $1,000 
for Wi-Fi. I didn’t know how to fight them.  
I paid for that. Now I think, “I can fight that 
by myself.”

Rui 
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I felt very welcome in New York and especially 
the Lower East Side. You feel like no matter 
what your nationality or your religion, you 
fit perfectly because it’s a melting pot. Here 
you look around and feel like a citizen of 
the world. I see all the nationalities, hear 
different languages everyday, which brings 
comfort. I wish people were living in harmony 
everywhere like they do on the Lower East 
Side because they just want to live. Do I feel 
welcomed in New York? Yes, I do. Did I have 
cases where I felt I’m not welcomed? Yes, I 
did, unfortunately. 

This is still a great country. It’s disappointing 
when you see people judging others based 
on skin color, religion, beliefs, backgrounds. I 
did not choose to be born in Syria, I did not 
choose to be born to a Muslim family, but I 
choose to be a fair person, the type of person 
who treats people equally. I choose to be 
understanding, open minded, a person who 
accepts other people no matter what. This is 
still a great country. 

Fatima

Do I feel welcomed 
in New York? Yes, I 
do. Did I have cases 
where I felt I’m not 
welcomed? Yes, I did, 
unfortunately. 



37

We moved to the neighborhood in 2013,  
and then I found out about Educational 
Alliance and how they provide childcare. I 
came to learn more. The public schools all 
have an ESL program, but they don’t have 
free childcare. And since then they took care 
of my child while I take my classes. I started 
with ESL. 

I feel grateful because I didn’t have this  
for a long time. I could have been a student 
for a long time. It’s nice to learn during the 
day because your brain is fresh and you are 
not tired.

I studied for a couple semesters and I 
realized I might be ready for the high school 
equivalency test, so I decided to take classes 
to prepare me. I did it for about two years, 
and thank God I just passed in September. I 
got my diploma—one dream accomplished. 
Now I’m thinking about college. I know it’s 
going to be hard and I need to practice 
more. Educational Alliance helps you apply 
for college. I sent the application last month 
and I’m waiting for the answer. I’m thinking 
about studying either health or education. 
I now also volunteer at the [Manny Cantor] 
Center, helping out in the classroom because 
if I go into education I would like to have 
experience, and I would like to know if I will 
like it or not. 

Sometimes you feel welcome and sometimes 
you feel rejected. People see you as an 
immigrant and see you as a stealer. I 

experience good things and bad things, 
especially with my four kids. That part hurts. 
It’s my life. It’s my decision. I decide how 
many children I want to have, but sometimes 
people make you feel that you can’t have 
more than one or two. The way they look at 
you, it makes you feel like you’re not allowed 
to do it. 

I learned that I have my rights. And I can’t let 
nobody see me this way or criticize me this 
way. They don’t know my life. 

Karla 

Now it’s diverse. We have so many different 
nationalities and of course new buildings, 
new construction. Everything has changed  
for the better. Even though sometimes you 
feel a little nostalgic about little things that 
you cannot see anymore, I think it’s coming 
up really well. Now I can walk until three in 
the morning. 

I felt welcome when I first came. I didn’t think 
it was a big issue, at least that’s the way that 
I perceived it at the time, but it was very 
different from now. It’s totally different. I can 
see it. It’s very sad and it does hurt because 
I know most of the immigrants that come, 
the reason is because they can’t have a life 
in their countries, and they come and they’re 
just here basically to work and to have a 
better life. 

Ruth
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The identity situation definitely played out 
with me growing up. This is one of the 
reasons why I went to school for history. 
I focused a lot on Caribbean studies and 
learning about the situation between the 
Dominican Republic and Haiti, between all 
the Caribbean islands, and the history behind 
how these two worlds, continuing to this 
day, clash with one another through political 
views, through racial views, through economic 
views, and so forth. I understand both sides 
of the story with my mother and my father 
now that I went through the whole history 
thing in college. I respect both sides. 

Croilot 

Whatever money I was making was just to 
live. I was paying $250 rent for a space in 
a living room in Queens. I was like, this is 
not life—I’m going to get my degree, and 
with this degree I can find any job in Peru. 
But before my senior year, I met the person 
who now is my husband, and he introduced 
me to yoga and meditation. I took yoga 
first because it got rid of my pain when I 
was doing housekeeping. Our years in the 
city, alone, I was like a stone. I wasn’t that 
innocent child no more. My heart was an 
icicle and I guess I didn’t notice it. It was 

me drowning myself in this darkness, in the 
shadows. Why should it be easy for you  
when I had it tough? When I realized I was 
that way, I wanted to change, so then I 
pursued the meditation and everything 
changed. I wrote down a song. I loved art,  
so I started writing. Before I would only focus 
on the negative things. 

Silvia 

People from my school who were born here, 
I guess they haven’t been through what we 
have, so they think we came here and that’s 
it. But they don’t know what it’s like to be in a 
place where you have no idea how to speak 
the language, and it’s not like you choose to 
come here. My parents brought me here. I’ve 
got to stay here because my parents told me 
to stay and I want to be with them. I guess 
they just think we are less because we come 
from another country. I guess they just don’t 
like us coming here. Some people don’t end 
up getting an education because they are 
afraid to stand up and they give up easily. 
That just makes me want to work harder and 
get what I want. 

Gabriela 
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People from my 
school who were 
born here, I guess 
they haven’t been 
through what we 
have, so they think 
we came here and 
that’s it. 
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People came to this country, especially my 
grandmother’s generation, not speaking 
the language, from a very different culture, 
background, community, and landscape. She 
came here with very little money, completely 
by herself, didn’t know a single person here, 
didn’t speak the language, and worked 
her fingers to the bone 14 hours a day as 
a seamstress. She worked and worked to 
provide a life for my mother, to give her the 
ability, education, and support for her to 
better her life. I think that is more likely than 
not the real immigrant story: people who 
come from a place where the opportunity 

is so slim to a place where they feel that 
opportunity is in abundance, that if you work 
hard you can achieve; you can support your 
family; you can send money back to your 
country. And my grandmother did do that. 
She sent money back to her family and flew 
her siblings out here so they could get  
their start. 

Joanna 
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I think that is more 
likely than not the 

real immigrant 
story: People 

who come from a 
place where the 

opportunity is 
so slim to a place 

where they feel that 
opportunity is in 

abundance, that if 
you work hard you 

can achieve.
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Look at me. Look at where I’ve come from: 
45 Essex Street, that’s a tenement. I was a 
lieutenant before I retired and now I work for 
the New York Stock Exchange. All my cousins, 
we’re all from the Lower East Side and we 
all did well, but the ones that did well also 
had very strong family roots. That plays a big 
part in it because we could have gone by the 
wayside and become junkies. 

The teachers, the community, the ties—all 
helped each other. If I did something wrong, 
my parents would know before the night 
was over. You were able to carve out a niche 
where you felt comfortable with your own, 
and you benefited from the experience of the 
other cultures. My best friends were either 
Jewish or Chinese. In the beginning, one of 
my Chinese friend’s parents said, “You can’t 
come into the house.” I used to have to wait 
outside in the hallway. Then eventually as 
time went on, I was allowed in. First, “Stand 
there,” then another time, “Okay, come into 
the living room.” A little inch. They were 
good people. 

Evelyn 

I came to Educational Alliance to get free 
college prep and SAT classes, and when it 
was time to fill out the college paperwork 
my aunt was like, “I’m not doing this. I’m 
not paying for this.” My aunt wasn’t even 
willing to fill out the forms that she needed 
to fill out. I could have literally gone to other 
schools for free because we were so low 
income, but she didn’t want to do anything. 
I was livid, but I was more scared than angry 
because I always looked at college as my 
escape, and I felt like she was taking my 
escape away from me. I just packed up all 
my stuff and I went to my other aunt’s house 
and never came back. I didn’t say anything. 
But if it wasn’t for Educational Alliance, my 
academic situation would have been very 
different in regards to college. They helped 
fill out paperwork, helped me apply for 
scholarships, and helped ensure that I would 
be able to go to school. 
 

Anonymous



The teachers, the 
community, the ties— 
all helped each other.
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fourth cup
my responsibility, our responsibilty
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One of the centerpieces of  

a traditional Haggadah is  

this statement: 

In each and every generation, a 

person is obligated to regard 

himself as though he actually 

left Egypt. As it says: “You shall 

tell your child on that day, ‘It is 

because of this that God took me 

out of Egypt.’” (Exodus 13:8)

This statement helps us to see ourselves in 

the story of the Israelites leaving Egypt, but 

it also does something else. It reminds us 

that this journey, from slavery to freedom, is 

happening around us every day. Whether our 

own journey or that of our neighbors, co-

workers or friends, someone in each of our 

lives is living his or her own story of migration. 

On the Lower East Side, and in so much of 

New York City, we know this well. We are 

surrounded by these narratives of bravery, 

of dislocation, of loneliness and of blessing. 

They are in the languages we hear on the 

subway, and the foods we smell in our 

apartment building hallways. They are in 

the holiday rituals we see celebrated in our 

communities, and in the ever-richer picture 

of what our city and our country looks like. 

These stories belong to us all, each one of us. 

We each hold the story of our own journey 

from slavery to freedom. May we each aim to 

be the champion and protector of the stories 

of others, as well.
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We’ve been here 
before, and if 
we need to learn 
something from 
history, this is  
the time.
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We’ve been here before, and if we need to 
learn something from history, this is the time. 
History repeats itself perfectly. It’s the same 
means, the same aesthetics. This is not the 
first time—this resonates with something very 
ugly in European history not so long ago. We 
need to place immigration again as a value of 
American ethos. 

Mariano

Immigration is very important because 
everywhere you go you see immigrants 
and how helpful they are. Every time I eat 
an apple, I eat a strawberry, or I pour milk 
into my cup, I think about who brought this. 
Everybody has different roles, and this is an 
important one. We need each other, and it 
hurts when people say these people are bad 
and these people are good. We all need each 
other. We need you because you are good at 
computers, you are a doctor, or you make me 
feel well, but you also need me. I bring your 
food onto your table, which you cannot do 
because you are busy. Everybody is special, 
everybody is good at something. So it hurts 
when they say these people are bad. 

Karla

Immigrants built the United States of 
America. All these great minds who migrated 
because they did not have the chance in their 
country, they found a society that protects 
them. You can get the best out of them after 
moving them from a very strict environment 
or very hard circumstances. When you move 
them to a different society, this is where 
human beings’ minds start creating. 

A lot of people are saying it’s not our 
responsibility to accept refugees here. 
What if every single person said, “Why is 
it my responsibility?” We have a saying in 
our culture, “If you did not scream for your 
neighbor, your neighbor will never scream 
for you.” For us who live safely and who have 
a good lifestyle, have jobs, we are stable— 
if it’s not our responsibility, then whose 
responsibility is it? 

These refugees are someone’s brother, sister, 
dad, and mom. Just imagine if you were 
living in that country and that happened to 
you. Wouldn’t you wish that other countries 
would at least reach out and accept you, 
give you an opportunity, give you the chance 
to live? These refugees are not asking for 
anything. They are just asking for the chance 
to live as normal human beings.

Fatima 
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I’m having a hard time with my own family, 
and it’s hard because you love your family.  
It used to be that political views didn’t really 
matter, but there’s something about this 
particular presidency that’s causing a lot of 
separation within families and close friends.  
I think a lot of it is a fear, and it’s a fear of the 
other. From what I understand, it’s also that 
fear of going back to Soviet times. “Socialism 
doesn’t work, this is what happened to us, 
and it won’t happen.” That’s the fear, so it’s 
against this idea of socialism. Others were 
helping us. What about you? It’s just so  
mind-boggling to me. Why do you think that 
you’re not just as responsible for others as 
they were for you? There were programs in 
place, by people who knew nothing about us, 
to help us. 

Jane

Now I’m in my second year of graduate 
school for social work. My concentration 
is social enterprise administration, and I’m 
looking into social impact and social impact 
investing, social entrepreneurship, and things 
of that sort. I’m interested in criminal justice, 
understanding racism, systemic racism. I think 
that after school programs are very important, 
and I think we underutilize them. They can 
be very valuable in communities of color, so 
I would be interested in directing a program 
specifically targeting underrepresented 
youth and helping them find themselves, be 
empowered, and gain access. I’m interested 
in access. How do we get young people of 
color into places like J.P. Morgan or big roles 
in policy? How do we break that glass ceiling? 
How do we create access and opportunity 
and make sure our young people feel safe 
and invited into those communities? 

Anonymous
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I’m interested in 
access...How do we 
create access and 
opportunity and 
make sure our young 
people feel safe and 
invited into those 
communities? 
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I can compare to my country: when someone 
comes to my country as an immigrant, there 
is no real help. Basically no one will help 
you to learn the language, there are no 
special schools, it’s just on your own. You 
have to learn everything yourself. Here, at 
least in New York, you feel the support for 
immigrants. If you want, you can find it. 

You can learn the language in the library 
and have some avenues to meet people. In 
America, I like this idea that you can go to 
school at any time, so I also think maybe I 
should get some local education too and do 
something completely new. It really amazes 
me. It’s a country of possibilities. If you want, 
you can really change your life anytime. 

Marina 

In a way this place is kind of a greenhouse 
for new ideas and new types of culture. I 
think that kind of creates a grassroots growth. 
If it helps generate confidence in both the 
immigrants but also other people to be able 
to speak their mind openly and stand up  
for themselves, they can definitely do that  
in this community. I think it encourages  
them to do that also outside, hopefully  
with other people. 

Amiel 
 
I think if New York City was without 
immigrants, it might be empty.

Rui

this place is kind of 
a greenhouse for 
new ideas and new 
types of culture.



51



I think if New York 
City was without 
immigrants, it 
might be empty.
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